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To Sleep With Reindeer

Norwegian Kirsten Brun,
a Nazi resister, has one mission: destroy the installation that
produces the chemicals Germany needs for an atomic weapon. Unfortunately, her first attempt
fails, leaving her injured and unconscious in the Arctic
snow.

The Indigenous Sami
people have tried to remain outside the conflict, but when Marrit
Ragnar and the reindeer she herds discover Kristen and save
her life, joining the battle is
inevitable. A misfit in her own culture, Marrit participates in the
second destruction attempt in order to avenge the killing of her
family.

Kirsten’s and Marrit’s
feelings for each other grow deeper, but each attack they
join is costly in blood and
conscience and nearly tears them apart. Should they carry on with
the carnage for a questionable cause, or retreat north with the
gentle reindeer?


Acclaim for Justine
Saracen’s Novels

Sniper’s Kiss

 


“If you’ve read Saracen
before, she’s at her finest here. Her action sequences pop, her
plots are twisty, and she
loves to put her heroines in the most dire of circumstances and
extract them slowly.”—Out in Print

“Sniper’s
Kiss is an epic tale of one
woman’s love for another and what she is willing to go through to
be with her. It is a beautiful love story between two characters
that pulled at my heart strings…Justine Saracen has researched this
period so well and her writing made me feel as if I was there
amongst the noises, smells and tragedies of war.  A truly
fantastic book that I highly recommend.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

“Justine Saracen’s
writing is very in-depth. You know going into them they are
superbly well researched and you most likely will be a bit smarter by the time you finish.
Saracen’s attention to detail and an inclusion of historical facts
in her novels help make the stories and characters riveting…This
book is a fascinating tale of history and relationship’s born out
of horrifying circumstances. A historical fiction with just a hint
of romance…overall this was a fantastic read.”—Romantic Reader Blog

 


The Witch of Stalingrad

 


“[O]ne of the best
lesbian historical novels I’ve read…on the Eastern Front (not just)
the night bombers, which
Saracen more than excelled at portraying (but also) the conditions
of POW camps, citizens who were affected by Stalin’s purges that
left thousands dead, and the camaraderie between strangers in
terrifying situations.”—The Lesbrary

“This book is
full of amazing, admirable women and
I was pleased with each one, from the war correspondent who must
fly a plane in battle…to the medics who carry the wounded under
fire, to the POWs in camp who huddle around their tied-up comrade
to prevent her from freezing to death, this story honors them
all.”—Book
Babe

“The Witch
of Stalingrad is way more than
just a wartime romance. At first, I didn’t expect such depth and
historical accuracy, but I was delighted to find it. This book is
gritty, a realistic look at life in a war zone...I’ll just say it’s
fantastic.”—Leeanna.ME Mostly a Book Blog

 


Waiting for the Violins

 


“A
thrilling, charming, and
heartrending trip back in time to the early years of World War II
and the active resistance enclaves…Stunning and
eye-opening!”—Rainbow Book Reviews

 


Beloved Gomorrah

 


“I can’t think of
anything more incongruous than ancient Biblical texts, scuba diving, Hollywood lesbians, and
international art installations, but I do know that there’s only
one author talented and savvy enough to make it all work. That’s
just what the incomparable Justine Saracen does in her
latest, Beloved
Gomorrah.”—Out In Print

 


Tyger Tyger Burning
Bright

 


“Saracen blends
historical and fictional characters seamlessly and brings
authenticity to the story, focusing on the impacts of this time on
‘regular, normal people’…Tyger Tyger Burning Bright [is]a brilliantly written historical novel that has
elements of romance, suspense, horror, pathos and it gives the
reader quite a bit to think about…fast-paced…difficult to put
down…an excellent book that easily blurs the line between lesfic
and mainstream.”—C-Spot Reviews

 


Sarah, Son of God

 


“Sarah, Son
of God can lightly be
described as the ‘The Lesbian’s Da Vinci Code’ because of the
somewhat common themes. At its roots, it’s part mystery and part
thriller. Sarah,
Son of God is an engaging and
exciting story about searching for the truth within each of us. Ms.
Saracen considers the sacrifices of those who came before us,
challenges us to open ourselves to a different reality than what
we’ve been told we can have, and reminds us to be true to
ourselves.  Her prose and pacing rhythmically rise and fall
like the tides in Venice; and her reimagined life and death of
Jesus allows thoughtful readers to consider ‘what
if?’”—Rainbow
Reader

 


Mephisto Aria

 


“Mephisto
Aria could well stand as a
classic among gay and lesbian readers.”—ForeWord Reviews

“Saracen’s wonderfully
descriptive writing is a joy
to the eye and the ear, as scenes play out on the page, and almost
audibly as well. The characters are extremely well drawn, with
suave villains, and lovely heroines. There are also wonderful 
romances, a heart-stopping plot, and wonderful love scenes.
Mephisto Aria
is a great read.”—Just About Write

“Justine Saracen’s
latest thriller, Mephisto Aria, brims with
delights for every sort of reader…delight at love’s triumph, and at
Saracen’s queer reworkings of the Faust legend, are not this
novel’s only pleasures. Saracen’s understanding of the world around
opera is profound. She captures the sweat, fierce intelligence,
terror and exultation that characterize singers’ daily lives, in
rehearsal and performance, she evokes well the camaraderie that a
production’s cast and crew share, and she brings to literary life
the curious passions that bind people who make music
together.   Brilliantly fusing the insights of twenty
years’ worth of feminist and queer opera criticism to lesbian
fantasy fiction, Saracen has written a passionate, action-packed
thriller that sings—indeed, that sings the triumph of
Rosenkavalier’s trio of lovers over Dr. Faustus’ joyless composer.
Brava! Brava! Brava!”— Suzanne G Cusick, Professor of Music, New York
University

 


Sistine Heresy

 


“Justine
Saracen’s Sistine
Heresy is a well-written and
surprisingly poignant romp through Renaissance Rome in the age of
Michelangelo…The novel entertains and titillates while it
challenges, warning of the mortal dangers of trespass in any
theocracy (past or present) that polices same-sex desire.”—
Professor Frederick Roden,
University of Connecticut, Author, Same-Sex Desire in Victorian
Religious Culture

“Historical fiction
[is] a genre that must
artfully blend historical accuracy with fanciful conjecture in
order to succeed. And succeed Saracen does. Casting such an iconic
artistic and historic figure as Michelangelo in a controversial new
light is risky business—some would say a heresy unto itself. But
Saracen portrays Michelangelo and his cohorts as anything but
corrupt, endowing them with an absolute sensitivity and absolute
humanity.”—ForeWord
Reviews

 


The 100th Generation

 


“The 100th Generation is a fast-paced, complex battle of good and
evil, where the author dabbles in religions both old and modern in
an exploration of what happens when everyday people are involved in
world-changing events.”—Just About Write


To Sleep With Reindeer

© 2020 By Justine
Saracen. All Rights Reserved.

 


ISBN
13:
978-1-63555-736-7

 


This Electronic Original Is
Published By

Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

P.O. Box 249

Valley Falls, NY 12185

 


First Edition: October
2020

 


This is a work of
fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product
of the author’s imagination or
are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely
coincidental.

 


This book, or parts thereof,
may not be reproduced in any form without permission.

 


Credits

Editor: Shelley Thrasher

Production Design: Stacia
Seaman

Cover Design by Sheri
(hindsightgraphics@gmail.com)

eBook Design by Toni
Whitaker


By the Author

The Ibis Prophecy Series:

The 100th Generation

Vulture’s Kiss

 


Sistine Heresy

Mephisto Aria

Sarah,
Son of God

Tyger, Tyger, Burning Bright

Beloved Gomorrah

Waiting for the Violins

Dian’s Ghost

The Witch of Stalingrad

The Sniper’s Kiss

Berlin Hungers

To Sleep with Reindeer


Acknowledgments

To longtime friend and
editor Shelley Thrasher; and cover designer Sheri; to Cindy Cresap, Sandy Lowe, Stacia Seaman,
Ruth Sternglantz, invisible BSB staff, and above all, to Radclyffe,
here we are at historical novel number thirteen. I never imagined
it would come so far. (Removes hat, nods humbly.)

It’s been an
honor and a
pleasure.

 



Prelude

Nazi-Occupied Norway

November 1942

 


Far from the war and
the occupation, on the wild Norwegian plateau, nature took its own
brutal course. A reindeer had given birth out of season to a white
calf. Only two weeks old when migration to the winter pasture began, the tiny calf lurched
through the deep snow, laboring to follow its mother. But its
spindly legs tired quickly, and it lagged far behind.

Though snow had been
falling all day, the sky began to clear, and a white-tailed
eagle spotted the exhausted
creature separated from the others. The large male raptor was also
out of season, having failed, due to a damaged wing, to migrate
toward the coast with its flock, and had fed thus far on carrion.
But the new snow had rendered such meals nearly invisible, and it
was starving. The struggling calf presented an
opportunity.

The eagle swooped down
and seized the infant deer by its withers, lifting it off its feet.
The calf thrashed and bleated in pain and terror as the predator
strained its wings to gain
height. But it managed to rise only a few meters before the
struggling calf wrenched itself free and dropped to the ground,
where it lay motionless and bleeding.

The raptor made a wide
circle preparing for another strike, but now an adult
deer stood over the calf. Worse,
another creature on two legs approached, waving threateningly.
Shrieking, the eagle banked away and flew off toward the rest of
the herd, searching for easier prey.


Chapter One

July 1942

 


Drenched and
shivering, Kirsten Brun
gripped the gunwale of the transport boat as it heaved over the
waves of the North Atlantic.

The seaman coiling
rope next to her seemed to balance unaided. “Don’t you worry, miss.
These cutters are slow in a head sea, but they’ll stand up to any
storm. Why don’t you go below
decks and lie down?”

She weighed the
benefit of warmth against the thought of the tiny cabin, where the
lurching would be just as bad, but the smell of the diesel exhaust
from the engine would be worse. And lying down would do
nothing for her
seasickness.

“Thanks. I’ll stay
aboveboard for now.” To avoid looking at the terrifying gray waves,
she focused on the wheelhouse and the exhaust pipe jutting from the
top. It emitted a solemn tonk-tonk-tonk that she could hear even
above the roar of the
wind.

They
had slipped out of Bergen Harbor at
nightfall, and now it was daylight—such as it was. At least they
were in the open sea, far enough away from the Norwegian coast that
meeting a German ship was unlikely, and the wind and cloud cover
protected them from German aircraft.

“When do you expect us to
arrive in Shetland?”

“Can’t really say, miss. In
good weather, we can make the crossing in twenty-four hours, but in
this headwind, we’re barely doing seven knots. Could take a day and
a half.”

They dropped again into the trough of a wave with
a sickening thud, and a cloud of spray struck her. She wiped salt
water out of her eyes with a wet hand.

“I see. Do you suppose I can
go into the wheelhouse?”

“Long as you don’t bother
the skipper.”

Grateful, she lurched
toward the wheelhouse and let herself in. The pilot at the wheel
ignored her as she entered, so she groped her way to a corner bench
and held fast to a bar on the wall. The mission was turning out to
be more hazardous than she’d expected, and she had only a vague
idea of what it was. That was policy, of course. If captured and
interrogated—which she understood meant tortured—she could reveal
only what she knew, and that was rather little.

She’d never been in
Shetland and recalled only that it was a cluster of islands whose only virtue was their location
midway between Scotland and Norway. Until the war, traffic between
the two countries was sparse, and now she knew why.

Her code name was
Chemist, and she carried letters from the Norwegian
resistance leaders to the
exiled Norwegian government in London. But upon leaving, her father
had given her a rucksack of personal items—dry socks, toothpaste, a
block of chocolate, and a folding knife. At the last moment, her
stepmother, Johanna Brun, had also handed her a small cloth purse,
saying, “A woman should not need to worry about feminine hygiene
when she’s on a mission.” Seeing Kirsten add the purse to the other
items, Jomar Brun ordered cryptically, “If you encounter Germans,
you must throw everything overboard. Everything, even that.” She’d
agreed without questioning.

She closed her eyes,
and to calm her stomach she tried to imagine her childhood home in
Rjukan before the arrival of the Nazis. It was a lovely town, deep
in a gorge flanked by luscious green in summer and bluish snow-light in the long dark
winters. But they were the vague emotional memories of a child, for
her parents’ divorce had taken her away at the age of twelve. The
ten years in London with her mother thereafter had dulled her
Norwegian patriotism, but never her nostalgia.

“Looks like the sea’s
calming a little,” the pilot said, rousing her from her reverie.
“Well done to you, miss, for holding up. There’s them that don’t.”
He scratched his cheek through a three-day beard. He had a
friendly, wizened look, but his skin
lacked the dark, weathered look of the other seamen and suggested
he hadn’t been a fisherman for long. He wore a well-stained jacket
and a knitted cap, but the hair that peered out from under it was
gray.

“You’re from
Rjukan, aren’t you? I
recognize the accent.”

“Yes, indeed. Born and
raised, miss. You’ve got a good ear. I moved north a few years ago.
I was at Tromsø when the British rescued King Haakon.”

“Really? That must have been
exciting. How’d he look?”

The pilot
leaned forward and peered
through the window of the wheelhouse, obviously calculating the
weather conditions, then seemed satisfied and returned his
attention to her.

“Well, you know that
in 1940, the king and the prince and the ministers fled north
through the woods to the
coast. The British collected them at Tromsø. I was on the docks
when he boarded, and you never saw a more broken-spirited man. It
was a grim day, but the king and the government got away, and that
gave us hope.”

“I hear his broadcasts
from time to time on the BBC.
Inspiring.”

“You held on to a
radio, eh? Lucky, but dangerous. Since that slimy Nazi Terboven
took power, you risk your life listening.” He mimed spitting on the
deck. “A pox on the Germans and their Norwegian ass-kissers.
Haakon is my king, and I wear
this to show it.”

He held open his jacket so
she could see the “H7” monogram of Haakon the Seventh woven on his
vest. “The Germans don’t recognize it, but Norwegian patriots
do.”

“Ah, then I’m in good
hands.”

“Yes, miss. You are.”

 


* * *

 


A day and a
half later, after a harrowing trip
over the North Atlantic and another ferry ride from the Shetlands
to Scotland, Kirsten finally sat on the train to London. The
precious letters to the king and other leaders were in a thin
leather folder inside her jacket, and her rucksack lay safely under
her feet. She was beyond weary, sensed the vague cramping and
nausea that signaled that her “days” would start soon, and was
grateful for the protection Johanna Brun had given her.

The thought of
her father and stepmother gave
her a slight pang of guilt. They appreciated her independence,
which she clearly got from her English mother, but she had long ago
reached marriageable age. They obviously wondered why she didn’t
settle down like other women. But how could she explain that the
thought of being some man’s faithful wife filled her with
revulsion?

With a background in
chemistry, she’d applied for a position at the Vemork Hydro Plant
in 1939, where her father was chief engineer. “Go back and finish
your chemistry exams,” he’d
said. “Then we’ll talk.”

She’d agreed, but a
year later, in 1940, the Germans occupied Norway, and everything
changed. Two years after that, a veritable war had developed at the
university as Reichskommisar Josef Terboven tried
to nazify both students and
faculty. Both had resisted, and Kirsten herself became radicalized.
She winced, remembering the fire in the Great Hall and Terboven’s
use of it to close the university. She’d even been briefly
arrested, for vague political reasons, but then released, with even
less explanation.

In limbo, she once again
applied to work at Vemork with her father, but the job Jomar
finally offered her was as a courier to London and had nothing to
do with chemistry.

An outburst of male
laughter shook her back to the
present. Her railcar was packed full of troops, and though their
noise and smoking at first irritated her, her complete exhaustion
and the clatter of the train wheels rocked her to sleep.

By the time she
reached King’s Cross station
in London, she was dazed, ravenous, and craved a bath. It was
therefore a relief to discover that an agent waited with a car. He
offered to carry her rucksack, but she refused. “I’m to deliver
everything directly to Mr. Tronstad, and until then, I’ll hang on
to it, if you don’t mind.”

Half an hour later,
they arrived at the Special Operations Executive offices,
abbreviated by everyone simply as SOE. The second floor held the
Norwegian High Command, and at the end of a long hall,
the agent led her to a door marked
SECTION IV.
After a brief knock, he ushered her
into the office.

A man in the uniform
of a major in the Norwegian Army, whom she recognized as Leif
Tronstad, stood up from his desk. A slender, attractive man with
long legs and short upper
body, his large, warm eyes were at odds with his reputation as a
hardheaded resistor and activist. She could more easily imagine him
in an easy chair smoking a pipe and with a dog at his feet. Another
man stood to his right, light-haired, balding, somewhat
corpulent.

“Welcome to London, Miss
Brun.” Tronstad offered his hand, and as she shook it, he glanced
toward his portly colleague. “This is Colonel Wilson, head of the
Norwegian SOE. He has a great interest in our
undertaking.”

“We hear
good things about you from your
father,” Wilson said, requiring another handshake. “He told us you
had a close call with the Germans while at university.”

“Oh, that. It seems
they were giving us the opportunity to be Aryan masters in the new
Reich. When blandishments
didn’t work, they gave us our own Reichstag fire in the university
auditorium. That, in turn, provided them with the excuse to close
the university and arrest more than a thousand of us. Students and
professors alike.”

“And you escaped?”
Wilson seemed
impressed.

She smiled
weakly. “Nothing so heroic.
They released the women students and about half of the men. The
other half, which I guess seemed more promising, were sent to
German camps for indoctrination. It remains to be seen what will
come of that. In any case, I’d had it with the ‘master race.’ I’d
have signed up for Milorg, but as it happens, my father needed me
for this delivery.”

“Norway’s clandestine
military organization has its uses for local resistance, but we
feel we can accomplish more
from over here. So, welcome to Britain and the Free Norwegians,”
Tronstad said and gestured toward the chair in front of his desk.
When she was seated, he asked, “How was the crossing?”

“Ghastly, but at least
we weren’t intercepted or bombarded. Something to be thankful for, I suppose.” Getting to the
point of the meeting, she drew the leather folder from her shoulder
bag and held it out to him.

Tronstad took it with
curiously little interest and laid it on his desk. “Actually, it’s
the personal items I need to
see.”

“My personal items?
Uh, yes, sir.” Puzzled, she
rummaged in her rucksack until her fingers found the soft purse her
stepmother had given her. Fortunately, her normal “schedule” had
been late, and she hadn’t needed any of the intimate products. But
what the hell did Tronstad want with them?

She
handed the package to him and
watched, embarrassed and slightly affronted, as he drew out her
spare undergarment and shook out the several unused tampons and
pads.

“Is that necessary,
sir?”

“It’s the
whole purpose of your
mission,” he replied, inserting a pencil into one of the precious
Tampax tubes and forcing the cotton plug out the bottom. He pulled
apart the wad of cotton, exposing a tightly rolled paper at its
core, which, unrolled, revealed a diagram. He passed it over to
Colonel Wilson, who sat across from him.

She watched,
slack-jawed, as he emptied two more of the tampon tubes and then
squeezed out the contents of the toothpaste tube. Each ejection
produced a tiny roll containing a photograph or diagram. What would have happened if she’d needed
to actually use the products? It seemed a major slip-up no one had
considered.

“So, the letters were just
window dressing,” she remarked, bemused.

“Not completely. King
Haakon will be pleased to get them, of course. But these items…” He held up one of the
still-half-curled diagrams. “These reveal the layout and design of
the Norsk Hydroelectric Plant at Vemork. If you’d been caught with
these, we would have had to cancel our whole operation.
Congratulations for making it through.”

“Diagrams of
the plant? Very interesting. I can
probably supplement them from my memory of the place. I visited it
once, a few years ago.”

Tronstad nodded, obviously
pleased. “Another reason Jomar chose you for the delivery.”

“Can
you tell me why you need to
know about the workings at Vemork?”

“I’m afraid that’s a
military secret,” Wilson interjected. “Let’s just say it has
considerable interest for the British War Cabinet.”

“Is it about the
deuterium? They’re producing quite a lot of it these days.”

Wilson looked
taken aback, but Tronstad
replied, “Ah, yes. We should have assumed you’d know about the
heavy water.”

“Of course I would. My
father is very proud of it and even showed me around the
laboratory. This was before the Nazis took over, of course. Why is it suddenly so important to
Britain?”

It was clearly a question
she wasn’t permitted to ask, and in the silence that followed, she
drew the obvious conclusion. “Has it some value as a weapon?”

Tronstad looked
uncomfortable. “I’m afraid
that’s also secret, as you can imagine.”

She wasn’t
having it. “Well, it doesn’t take a
genius to see that the Germans control what the plant is producing,
and the British want it. Or at least want to prevent the Germans
from having it.”

More silence, which
was beginning to annoy her. “Do you want Norsk Hydro to smuggle some of its heavy water to
you? It looks just like normal water. I could have brought some in
a bottle.”

Wilson shook his head.
“No. The US has not asked for that.” Then he added with sudden
candor, “Actually, we’re not sure what the Germans are doing with it, but the fact that
they’re demanding mass production suggests it has a military use.
Perhaps you can appreciate that it’s not your concern.”

“Well, it
is a good medium to use for controlling atomic fission,”
she observed lightly, and their renewed expressions of surprise
annoyed her even more. She was essential to their surveillance, or
could be, yet they were keeping her ignorant, no better than a
packhorse.

“I have a degree in
chemistry, after all, and have as much an idea as anyone of the difference between
H2O, and
D2O. I’m guessing
the Germans want to use it for some sort of fission experiments,
either for power or for a bomb. And that the West wants to stop
them. Am I right?”

Caught off guard,
Wilson winced. “I can’t reveal
any information relating to military strategy. But you can help us
by describing the facilities you say you’ve seen.”

“They’re in the lower
basement, very well protected. So, if you’re considering, say,
bombardment, you’d have to obliterate the whole power plant before you got to them. Vemork
supplies power to all southern Norway, so it would be a very
destructive act to an occupied nation. You wouldn’t reach the
deuterium cells, but you might hit the liquid-ammonia tanks at the
bottom of the valley, which would endanger all of
Rjukan.”

Tronstad stared into
space for a moment, then
seemed to gradually accept her in the strategic conversation.
“Landing a plane nearby and sending in troops is also under
discussion.”

She glanced toward the
same part of the ceiling where
he looked, visualizing the terrain. “Well, you could land a plane
on one of the frozen lakes near the plant, but you couldn’t be sure
the ice would be thick enough to support aircraft.”

Wilson leaned back and
crossed his arms. “What about
dropping the men off in gliders? After the operation, they could
escape through Sweden.”

“Gliders? All the way across
the North Sea? Hmm. That’s a very long distance to tow an aircraft.
You’d arrive on the Hardangervidda.”

“Vidda?” Wilson
apparently didn’t recognize
the term.

“Hardanger Plateau. We
treat it as one word. Anyhow,
it’s not really suitable for glider landings. Violent winds come up
suddenly and blow sideways, and the ground is full of bogs,
fissures, boulders hidden by the snow. Not to mention the Swedish
border is four hundred miles away.”

Tronstad chewed his
lip. “Yeah. That’s what we
told them, but it seems the least awful of several bad
plans.”

“So that
is the plan. You’re going to send in gliders. To the
Hardangervidda. In spite of the hazards.”

“That’s
what the war cabinet has
decided. I’m telling you this because you’ve already risked your
life for the operation. But it goes without saying, revealing any
of the plan to anyone would be a capital offense.”

“Understood. But does
the war cabinet have any idea
what they’re up against? How do they plan to move the men from the
landing site to the target or even find it?”

“Those details are
currently being worked out,” Tronstad replied vaguely. “But the
order has come from the highest levels, that the plant has to be taken out, no matter what.
It’s called Operation Freshman, and the men have already been
chosen.”

She nodded, blinking,
absorbing the dubious plan. “So, based on the diagrams I’ve
brought, you’re sending British soldiers who speak
no Norwegian to find a place to land
on the Norwegian tundra all on their own, then travel to the Norsk
Hydro plant, all on their own, and then to ski over four hundred
miles to Sweden. All on their own.” She heard the sarcasm creeping
into her voice.

Wilson looked slightly offended. “The sappers won’t
be on their own. We’re sending a team of Norwegians to prepare the
landing site and then guide them to the Vemork plant.”

She pressed a knuckle
against her lips, weighing the possibility of success against
the overall folly of the
undertaking. The chances were about 70–30, heavily weighted toward
failure. If that was the optimum plan, what were the worse
ones?

At that moment, she
heard a brisk rap on the door. Before anyone replied, an orderly
stepped inside and held the
door open. “His Majesty would like to have a few words with Miss
Brun.”

“Certainly, come in,” Wilson
said belatedly and stood up.

King Haakon VII was an
angular, balding man with a full walrus moustache. Such a growth
would have made an ordinary
man, particularly such a slender one, look foolish, but it seemed
to suit a monarch. His courage in refusing to name Nazi Vidkun
Quisling to head the government and in enduring bombardment of the
village where he had taken refuge gave him all the gravitas he
needed, no matter his facial hair. That he had escaped Norway alive
was due to widespread assistance from subjects who loved him. Once
established in London, he became the symbol, if not the active
head, of Norwegian resistance and encouraged it with regular radio
broadcasts.

“Ah. This must be
Jomar’s daughter.” He offered Kirsten his hand, and she took it with pleasure.

“Your Majesty.”

His narrow face
radiated genuine interest as he spoke with a convincing sincerity.
“We are very grateful for your service. With so many brave British lads sent to fight for us,
I’m happy to see a Norwegian volunteering as well, though I would
not have expected anything less from Jomar Brun’s
family.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,
but all I did was deliver documents.”

“Critical ones,” Tronstad
interjected, pointing with his chin to the diagrams still lying
curled on the table. “We could not even begin this operation
without them. In any case, Miss Brun has also carried letters for
you.” Tronstad drew the envelope from the leather folder she’d
delivered and handed it over.

The king took the
envelope and tucked it under his arm. “Each of us does our part,”
he said, which seemed to exhaust the conversation. But kings are
nothing if not diplomats, and so he bent slightly at the
waist in the hint of a
military bow and offered his hand again. “A pleasure to meet a
patriot, and now I will let you all get on with your very important
work.”

Kirsten watched as
they stepped through the doorway and the adjutant closed the door
behind them. Half a dozen
thoughts crossed her mind: remaining shock at the ill-conceived
mission, admiration for the lads who had volunteered for it, and
brief, intense loyalty to the Norwegian king. She turned to Jack
Wilson.

“The mission to the
Hardangervidda. I want to join
it.”


Chapter Two

July 1942

 


Kirsten
knocked at the door of the apartment
she remembered with a mix of bitterness and homesickness. The
spacious Brixton flat had been her home for nearly a decade, before
she’d returned to Norway, but her military stepfather, whose status
and income had secured the apartment, had ended the familial
warmth.

The door opened, and
she stood in front of the image of herself, twenty years older, the
ex-Eleanor Brun, currently Eleanor Wallace. Eleanor’s hair, once
gorgeously red, was now
peppered with gray, but her narrow nose and sharp chin had remained
unsoftened by age. Her face brightened as if a light suddenly had
gone on inside her.

“Oh, my Lord! It’s
you!” She embraced Kirsten lightly the moment she entered. “I
thought you were still in
Norway.” She coughed from excitement, then led Kirsten to the sofa.
A cigarette lay in the groove of a crystal ashtray, sending off a
thin stream of smoke, and as they sat down, knee to knee, she
claimed it and took another puff. She exhaled from the side of her
mouth, giving a token wave to waft away the smoke.

“I was worried when
the newspaper ran the story of the Germans closing the university
and arresting so many of the students. Fortunately, they listed the
names of the people released,
and I saw yours. That was a relief, but then I heard nothing
more.”

“I’m sorry. But I couldn’t
write, of course. And if I’d been in any real trouble, Dad would
have gotten word to you.”

“I see, but that was
months ago. What have you been doing in the meantime?” Eleanor leaned back and drew up her
legs, and Kirsten noticed that she’d lost weight. Well, so had most
people since rationing began.

“Well, I went back to Rjukan
and tried to convince Dad to let me work for him.”

“That’s where you’ve
been? Up in
Rjukan?”

“Uh,
no. Not exactly. I can’t tell
you very much. Suffice it to say that he sent me back here to do
war work for Norway. But please don’t ask for any more
details.”

“You and your father
always did have your secrets. So now he’s involved you
in espionage.” She pressed out the
stub of her cigarette in the ashtray. “Will I see more of you, now
you’re back home?”

Kirsten glanced away. “Uh,
no. I’m doing work that takes me out of London. I’ll be off
training.”

“Training? Blimey.”
Eleanor took another cigarette
from a porcelain holder and ignited it with a lighter in the shape
of an Aladdin’s lamp. She took a deep inhalation, coughed into her
fist, and finished her thought. “What are they going to teach you?
Boxing, rifle practice, jujitsu?”

“Nothing so masculine.
Closer to administrative work.” She was lying again, but lying was
now part of her job. “You don’t have to worry. But let’s not talk
about me. How are you? You’re looking good.” Another
lie.

Eleanor shrugged. “As
good as can be expected. No bombs have dropped in our street. But it hasn’t been easy
being married to a career officer. It was bad enough before, but
since the war, Harry’s never here, and I’m alone when I’m not
working at the newspaper. Now that he’s been promoted to captain,
he’s gone for days at a time. Your father was a much more attentive
husband, even if he was dull. I guess I’ve jumped from the frying
pan into the fire.”

“You may be counting
too much on your husbands to make life meaningful.” Kirsten leaned
back and appraised her mother
gently. “You know, it was possibly as much a curse as a blessing
that you were so beautiful. Sorry, are so
beautiful. It made you a bit of a coquette.”

“Coquette? Me? Don’t
be silly.” She took another puff, then held the cigarette up
between two slender fingers.
“You really think I’m still beautiful?”

“Of course I do. You
definitely are.” She patted her mother’s shoulder. “Anyhow, I just
stopped by to check up on you and let you know I’m alive and well.
I probably won’t be able to stay in contact with you in the coming months, but if anything bad
happens, Dad’ll let you know.” Kirsten stood up.

“More of your secrets.
Well, that’s the way it is, I suppose.” Eleanor stood up as well
and followed her to the door. “At least give your mother a hug.”
They embraced warmly, which
felt strange to Kirsten. The last maternal embrace was when she
left Britain to return to Norway, years before.

“Take care of yourself,
Mother.” She placed an awkward kiss on Eleanor’s cheek.

“You too, dear. Don’t
hurt yourself boxing.”

“I promise.”

 


* * *

 


July 1942

 


In the late July
afternoon, the SOE training camp STS 26 in Aviemore, Scotland, was
shrouded in fog as Kirsten stepped off the bus from the train
station and made her way alone to the main lodge. A heavy wooden
door opened to a small
anteroom where a corporal sat at a tiny desk. He looked up as she
entered and strode toward him.

“Good afternoon. I’m Kirsten
Brun, and I’m assigned here starting tomorrow.” She handed over her
orders.

He glanced through the
papers with marginal interest.
“Welcome to Camp 26.” He read a few more lines. “It says here
you’ll be training with the RAF engineers.”

“That is my
understanding.”

He pursed his lips.
“Yes. Not many women train here, so we don’t have a women’s
barracks.” He paused, frowning, as if to imply that her arrival indicated a mistake
from someone in the planning hierarchy, which presented him with a
dilemma. She waited for the “but…” and it finally came.

“However, we’ve adapted the
gardener’s cottage for the odd female.”

Did he expect her to express gratitude? She only
continued to smile.

“Well then, I’ll show
you to your quarters,” he said. He stepped toward the door without
offering to carry any of her baggage, which she took as a sign of
victory. It marked her as an equal.

It had been hard
enough to convince Tronstad
and Wilson to add her to the otherwise all-male team of sappers.
SOE, to which she now officially belonged, had plenty of women, but
none had been included in this operation. “Women just don’t have
the physical endurance,” Tronstad had insisted, with some
justification. But her own argument was even stronger. The men
would need her. She was a local and knew the terrain, having skied
on the Hardangervidda more than once. She spoke Norwegian and, most
importantly, she knew the layout of the Norsk Hydroelectric
plant.

Finally, he had capitulated,
and here she was in the Cairngorm mountains.

They arrived at a tiny
cottage that, as they entered, presented a spare and slightly
depressing space for minimum habitation. Two sets of bunk beds stood against adjoining walls,
each with a sheet and blanket folded up at the foot. Clearly, she
would have no roommates. A well-battered cabinet on the opposite
side was obviously for clothing. One corner held a small sink with
exposed pipes running sideways into one of the walls. Devoid of
curtains, the windows could be darkened only by closing the outside
shutters, and it was clear that the cottage had been a service
outbuilding rather than housing. She could still see the hooks
where picks and shovels had hung.

“The toilet is outside in
the rear, and supper will be at 18:00 hours in the main building,”
the corporal said, then stepped outside, closing the door behind
him.

Checking her watch and
noting the time until supper, she began to unpack her baggage, a process that took all of ten
minutes. Aside from toiletries, she’d brought only a single change
of clothes, four pairs of underwear, a heavy jacket, and military
boots from Norway, assuming she would be issued a training
uniform.

She studied her
spartan surroundings, which
might have counted as depressing had she come from cozier
circumstances, but her recent residences—her cabin on the transport
boat, her room at Vemork, and before that, her student quarters in
Oslo—had all been similarly cheerless. For that matter, she
couldn’t remember the last time she’d been cheerful.

She brushed off the thought,
tied her shoes, and headed toward the canteen.

The open door of the
mess showed four tables with roughly ten men at each, and when
she entered, she felt as if
all forty of them looked up at her. Their expressions seemed
neither hostile nor friendly, merely puzzled, as if the burden of
their acceptance rested fully on her.

To hell with that, she
thought, joining the line where a man in a white apron was serving food. Closer inspection
revealed a playing-card sized piece of meatloaf, three slices of
carrots, and a glob of mashed potatoes. She stood for a moment with
tray in hand, searching for a place to sit, but every table seemed
full. Was this how it was going to be? It was a bad
start.

“Come over here,”
someone said, and she searched for a moment to spot where the
invitation came from. At a table on her right, a man sitting at the
corner beckoned her over. Relieved, she hurried over as
his companion stood up with an empty
tray and vacated a seat.

“Thank you,” she said,
sitting down. “I was afraid I’d have to eat standing.”

The invitation came
from a wiry, thin-haired man with a prominent nose and sharp chin.
“Don’t take offense if the men
look at you like a ghost,” he said as she sat down. “They’re nice
chaps, most of them, and just didn’t expect a woman to show up.
We’re training all day long, each of us trying to outdo the others.
Some of the men might be a little grumpy at having a woman added to
the competition.”

“I thought SOE had a
lot of female agents.” She scooped up a forkful of meatloaf. It was
mealy and lukewarm, but tasty enough.

“Not in mountain
rescue and survival. Oh, by the way, I’m Reggie Tomlinson.” He held
out his hand. “Are you in
administration, or are you actually going to train with
us?”

“Kirsten Brun.
Definitely not administration. Nope. I’m afraid I’ll be out there
in the mud, or rather the snow, with all of you.” Another bite of
the rapidly cooling loaf and a dollop of potato went into her mouth.

“Snow’s right. We’re headed
up into the Cairngorms tomorrow. Do you think you’re tough enough?
I’m not mocking you, only asking an honest question.”

She chewed and
swallowed. “And my honest answer is that I don’t know. I’m
not afraid of snow. I grew up in
Norway and can ski as well as any man. But whether I have the
strength and stamina for all the rest, I’ve yet to find
out.”

He shoved his tray
away from himself. “Well, in
the end, none of us knows what we’re capable of. We don’t even know
what they’re actually training us for. Something to do with
mountain climbing and demolition, obviously. Are they putting you
in the classes with dynamite and TNT?”

She tried the official
coffee and found it significantly better than the
substitute she’d been drinking
at home. That was something to be thankful for. “As far as I know,
I’ll be going through everything you are. Arctic survival,
ice-climbing, parachuting, radio operating. We Norwegians are
pretty tough.”

“I’m sure you are.
Your countrymen, too. Do you
know those chaps over there?” He indicated with his chin a group of
men seated at the end of the far table. They wore rough shirts
instead of uniforms and looked like fisherman. One of them leaned
against the wall smoking a pipe.

“No, but they
certainly look Norwegian.”

“They’re from Company Linge.
They keep to themselves, mostly, but I have the feeling they’ll be
working with us on the next operation.”

She
debated joining the Norwegians
at their table but decided against it. She’d have had to barge in
on their conversation, and so far, with the exception of Reggie, no
one on the mess had shown the slightest interest in meeting
her.

He collected his tray
and stood up. “Jolly nice
meeting you. See you on the mountain.”

 


* * *

 


In
the days and weeks that
followed, Kirsten skied as well as, if not better than any of the
men, and even held her own in ice-climbing. To be sure, she lacked
the arm strength of the men, but she had both agility and long
practice to put her on a par with them. The only task she did
poorly in was the physical rescue, which required her to carry a
man on her back. In the deep snow, she managed only some hundred
feet before her knees buckled. But four of the men didn’t do any
better, so she felt no shame.

Reggie
caught up with her on the descent
from the slope on Cairngorm mountain. He halted next to her as she
unbuckled her skis. “Well done, old girl. I have to tell you, I
never imagined you’d last this long. But now I can trust having you
along on the mission.”

“Only if I don’t have
to carry you.” She laughed,
her warm breath sending out a cloud of steam. “But I could drag you
by your feet any distance. If you didn’t mind your head bumping
over the rocks.”

He snickered. “I’ll
try not to need carrying. How do you feel about parachutes?”

“Oh, right. We have to do that, too. I’d put off
thinking about it.”

“Parachuting is
easy-peasy. You’ll do fine.” He lifted his skis onto his shoulder,
then marched ahead of her to
join a group of his mates.

Reggie’s encouragement
notwithstanding, parachuting
got off to a bad start. She did manage to conceal her fear and drop
through the hole in the platform without hesitation, but on the
practice flights she had little control of direction and was blown
far off the target zone, where she dropped with jarring impact. As
if to humiliate her further, a bubble of wind stayed in the
parachute canopy and dragged her aching body a long way before she
wrested control.

“Don’t worry, Brun,”
the training sergeant said. “We’ll work out the
problem in the next two
jumps.”

Two more
jumps? Oh, joy. Her mood improved that evening back at Station 26. After
supper, she was on her way back to her cottage, when one of the
Norwegian members of Company Linge crossed her path. She recognized
him immediately.

With his square, open
face, slightly protruding
ears, and a hairline that extended in a smooth horizontal across
the top of his forehead, he suggested a peasant simplicity that his
reputation belied. He held out one hand in greeting, and with the
other he removed his pipe from his mouth. “Jens-Anton Poulsson,” he
said. “I understand you’re Jomar’s daughter.”

“Nice to meet you,
Lieutenant Poulsson. Yes, I am. Though I haven’t heard from him in
a while.”

“Then you’ll be happy
to learn we prevailed upon him and his wife to flee Norway. Shortly after you, in fact,
though by way of Sweden. They’ll make it over here eventually.
After our team leaves, unfortunately.”

She processed the new
information. “Did someone denounce him?” Rjukan was filled with
collaborators.

“No, but he couldn’t
have worked much longer
without falling under suspicion, especially in the coming
weeks.”

“Thank you for letting me
know he’s safe, Lieutenant Poulsson. Your team will be leaving
soon?”

“Yes, in just a few
days. Groundwork. Well, hope
to see you again soon.” With a casual and unnecessary salute, he
continued into the mess.

SOE kept a firm
need-to-know policy, and she was sure the men she trained with had
no idea what they were training for. She herself had more or less
pieced together the operation,
and now she knew the timing. Poulsson and the other Norwegians
would be dropped in first, to choose the landing spot. Presumably,
in the coming weeks, when all the details were worked out, the
manpower would be sent over and the operation would take place.
Would they parachute out of planes or land in their gliders? They
were trained for the former, but she would prefer the latter.
Jumping out of planes was not her strong suit.

She felt a certain
comfort in knowing someone of Poulsson’s abilities was on the team to prepare the landing and to
lead the sappers to Vemork. Still, the entire operation felt very
vague. She knew the Hardangervidda better than anyone at the
training station, and she was well aware of how deadly it could be,
even if they all managed to land in the right spot and without
injury.

A sudden image of her mother
came to her, complete with cigarette and disdainful remark.
“Blimey.”

 


* * *

 


November 1942

 


The engines of the
Halifax bomber roared for a few moments—just long enough to set Kirsten’s heart pounding—and
then the Horsa glider was jerked forward. It rolled along on its
towline behind the Halifax for a few hundred meters, then was
hauled upward, swinging wildly from side to side. After two or
three minutes, the aircraft stabilized, and Kirsten’s fear
subsided.

Though the
glider carried only fifteen
men beside herself, it was packed full, transporting their food,
weapons, equipment, and explosives. Nonetheless, the atmosphere was
cheerful, the tense cheer of solidarity of a band of soldiers
leaping into the unknown.
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